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Abstract
Purpose – The paper sets out to describe how children from disadvantaged areas perceive their
communities and actively negotiate threats in their lives.
Design/methodology/approach – A total of 60 interviews and 16 discussions groups were held
with 8 to 14-year-olds sampled from four deprived communities located in the West of Scotland.
Participants were asked about their local area and how they kept safe. Data were coded thematically
and area, age and gender differences examined.
Findings – Children mentioned both positive and negative aspects of their local area. Positive
elements primarily related to being near friends and important adults. The negatives were linked to
local youth gangs, adults, litter and graffiti, traffic, and drug and alcohol misuse. Participants used
both preventive and reactive strategies to keep safe.
Research limitations/implications – Owing to the strategies used to sample areas and
participants, the extent to which findings can be generalised is limited. Thus, the study should be
repeated on a larger scale, with areas and participants being randomly sampled.
Practical implications – The article will enable practitioners and policy makers concerned with the
wellbeing and safety of young people in deprived areas to frame interventions that are in line with
children’s own concerns and preferred means for dealing with challenges.
Originality/value – The paper provides fresh insights into how children from deprived areas
perceive their communities and deal with the risks and tensions they face. It highlights the subtle
balancing involved in peer relationships that are central to both support and threats in children’s
everyday lives.
Keywords Age groups, Risk management, Disadvantaged groups, Culture, Scotland
Paper type Research paper
Introduction
This paper draws on data from a Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) funded study of
how children living in poor neighbourhoods view and cope with risks to their safety
and welfare. Its primary focus is on perceived strengths and threats in their
environment. The study was carried out alongside a parallel study of the strategies
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adopted by parents to keep their children safe and promote their longer-term
well-being (Seaman et al., 2005). The research began in 2003.
The research subject matter has relevance for a number of disciplines, each of which
views the data through a different lens. From a childhood studies perspective, the data
augmented understanding of children’s own perceptions of risk, thus countering the
predominance of adult views in much of the literature. Looking at the data from a
social policy perspective, it sheds light on how disadvantage impacts on the life
experience of certain children and young people and how this in turn might be
expected to influence their response to preventive initiatives and services. The former
perspective predominates within this paper, with policy issues considered more fully in
related publications (e.g. Hill et al., 2004). However, in order to appreciate the wider
significance of the children’s experiences, the article starts with a brief summary of the
policy and social context.
Challenging social exclusion is a major plank of current social policy, with a wide
range of initiatives focussing on developing the potential of disadvantaged
communities, families and individuals. Examples include Social Inclusion
Partnerships; On Track; Communities that Care; Surestart; The Children’s Fund.
Ideally, these promote economic regeneration, alongside increasing access to
employment, education, health and leisure services. More intensive support and
guidance is offered to groups at risk of generating social problems such as delinquency
and, more recently, compulsory measures such as curfews, parenting and anti-social
behaviour orders have been introduced. Whilst many of these policies are credited with
some success (Smith, 2003), critics have argued that fundamental social inequalities
continue to blight the life chances of children in poor areas and that the increased use of
punitive measures constitute a repressive response to young people who are the main
casualties (Jordan, 2001; Waiton, 2001). The experiences reported here offer a glimpse
into what life is like for young people and the ways in which many cope, despite having
to manage the manifestations of others’ hopelessness and distress, for example in drug
use and gang based violence.
Although children from both affluent and deprived backgrounds will face
difficulties, being brought up in a low income household and/or in a
disadvantaged area brings heightened exposure to risk in the sense of both
environmental hazards and diminished life-chances. Income and environmental
poverty are both associated with a range of negative outcomes, including greater
likelihood of having an accident, suffering from neglect and/or physical abuse, and
being a witness or the victim of crime or aggression (Bradshaw, 2000; Corby,
2000). Researchers who have considered possible explanations for the social class
gradient for childhood injuries found risks operated at both the level of the
household and of the area (Haynes et al., 2003; Laing and Logan, 1999).
Interestingly, living in a deprived area not only has implications in terms of
exposure to risk but also to children’s ability to cope, as children’s concern about
their personal safety shapes their help-seeking behaviour (Spilsbury, 2000).
In the UK, children’s personal safety and the risks and dangers they face in their
daily lives are key social and parental concerns (Borland et al., 1998; Roberts et al.,
1995). Although researchers have started to examine issues around children and risk
(see for example, Backett-Milburn and Harden, 2004; Harden, 2000; Hood et al., 1996;
Kelley et al., 1997), there is still a lack of understanding regarding children’s views of
risk (Harden et al., 2000) and about the strategies they use to negotiate the difficulties
and threats they encounter.
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Risks to children have been defined mainly from an adult perspective (Harden et al.,
2000), even though it is apparent that children’s understandings of risk may differ from
those of their parents (Hood et al., 1996) and that young people have unique insights
into their own experiences and situations (Christensen and James, 2000). It is important
that we understand children’s own perceptions, as this will help ensure interventions
aimed at protecting their wellbeing are relevant and effective. Assessing their views
also allows us to explore the extent to which they are engaged in reflexive monitoring
of threats (Harden, 2000), and this in turn will indicate how professionals can work
with young people in order to help them stay safe and avoid difficult situations. It is
also important that we undertake further direct work with children living in
disadvantaged areas. Despite knowing that these individuals may face particular risks,
there is a shortage of research that directly engages such children about their
experiences. In addition, the research that has been conducted with children in
deprived communities has focused mainly on young people who pose difficulties, e.g.
children who truant, use drugs or who may be violent, rather than simply focusing on
young people living within the community. If we are to support these children, we need
to understand how they view the context in which they live and negotiate their safety.
Compared to the literature on children’s perceptions of risk, there is a relatively
extensive literature describing how children cope with long-term adversities and
particular situations. The long-standing research interest in what leads to
maladaptation has in recent years been joined by a growing body of work on
children’s resilience, i.e. how some do well despite difficult circumstances (Kinard,
1998). Resilience is the product of interactions between internal and environmental
features (Newman and Blackburn, 2002). Thus, resilient factors include temperament
and competence on the one hand, supportive relationships and opportunities at school
on the other hand (Gilligan, 2001). As many resilience-enhancing factors can be
encouraged and promoted among those lacking them, the resilience approach suggests
we can learn from those who cope with adversity, and extend the lessons learnt to
support and help others (Hill, 2001).
Although there is a wealth of literature describing what factors are associated with
resilience and children’s ability to cope, only a few studies detail how these
mechanisms actually operate (Smokowski et al., 1999; Howard and Johnson, 2000). In
addition, Gilligan (2001) states that what makes a child resilient appears to lie in the
interaction of the qualities of the risk involved, the qualities and experiences of the
individual, and the context in which s/he is growing up. Thus, there is a need to go
beyond simply listing factors associated with resilience and coping ability and to focus
on resilient processes and assess the interplay between risks, individuals and
environments.
In 2003 the authors initiated an 18-month study that aimed to explore, in detail, how
children from deprived areas viewed their local communities and actively negotiated
threats in their lives. By drawing on data collected during interviews and discussion
groups held with 8 to 14-year-olds living in deprived areas, this paper documents
children’s perceptions of risk and highlights ways in which they kept safe and dealt
with difficult situations. Children in this age group were focused on as there have been
few studies of middle childhood and the experiences of children in this life-stage
(Borland et al., 1998). In order to maintain confidentiality, all names have been replaced
with pseudonyms.
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Methods
The interviews
Sixty interviews were conducted in total. Forty of them were held with individuals
contacted through schools located in four areas: Yardinch, Newhouse, Greenparks and
Foundry. Each area was located in and around the City of Glasgow, Scotland, and had
been identified from existing statistical information as having high levels of
unemployment, crime and drug use, and a high uptake of free school meals. The four
areas were also chosen because they represented disadvantage in different kinds of
urban setting: Yardinch is close to the city centre, Newhouse a peripheral housing
scheme, Greenparks a new town with a relatively high proportion of young parents and
Foundry an area where adult unemployment has risen sharply in recent years.
In each study site we recruited a primary and a secondary school and interviewed
children aged 8, 10, 12 and 14. Recruiting interviewees began with the principal
investigator (KT) describing the study to groups of pupils, answering any questions
they had, and asking who would be willing to be interviewed. Letters requesting
parental consent were then posted to parents of children who had volunteered. Out of the
71 parents sent a letter, 41 gave their consent. A child was only interviewed once written
consent to take part had been obtained from both the participant and his/her parent(s).
Interviews were conducted during school time, in private rooms located on school
premises. Children were asked about their local area, what was good or bad about
living there, where they felt safe and unsafe, and which places and individuals did they
avoid. They were also invited to describe how they kept safe and dealt with difficult
situations and encounters. The length of the interviews ranged from 30 minutes to just
over an hour. With participant consent, each interview was audio taped.
The remaining 20 interviews were held with 8 to 14-year-olds contacted through
their parents, who had taken part in the related JRF-funded study on parenting in
deprived communities. Recruitment for this study had been via the same schools based
in the four study areas. Parents who had been interviewed were asked if their child(ren)
could be approached for interview. Out of the 36 parents contacted, only one refused,
explaining that there were family difficulties at the time. Out of the 49 children
approached, 27 agreed to be interviewed. After obtaining written consent from parents
and the child, these interviews were conducted in the children’s own homes. In most
cases they were held on a one-to-one basis. However, seven joint interviews took place
where there was more than one child in the household aged between 8 and 14 and the
children wanted this. Additionally, although it was suggested that the child was
interviewed in private, on three occasions children requested that a parent was present.
Interviewees were asked the same questions as those interviewed in school. As the
length of the interviews were not restricted by school timetables, these interviews
tended to longer than the school interviews, most lasting about 90 minutes. With
respondent consent, each interview was audio taped and transcribed verbatim.
The age and gender breakdown of the total interview sample is given in Table I.
Males Females Total
8-10 12 15 27
11-14 16 24 40
Total 28 39 67
Table I.
Age and gender
breakdown of the total
interview sample
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Discussion groups. The groups were arranged through the study schools. Parents of
children who might be involved were sent a letter, which informed them that
discussion groups were being held and that they could withdraw their child from the
study if they wanted. Less than five parents in each school did this.
Two groups were conducted in each primary and secondary school in all four areas.
Thus, 16 discussion groups were conducted in total, four each with children aged 8, 10,
12 and 14-years-old. The groups consisted of five or six individuals, who had
volunteered to take part along with friends in their year and whose parents had not
withdrawn them from the study. A total of 11 of the groups were mixed, three all
female and two all male. The focus of the discussion was similar to those of the
interviews, with children being asked to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of
their local area, where and with whom they felt safe/unsafe, and how they responded to
difficult or potentially dangerous situations. Most of the discussions lasted about 90
minutes. With the children’s consent, each group was audio taped and fully transcribed.
Analysis
The household interviews and focus groups were fully transcribed. Due to time
constraints, only 18 of the school interviews were transcribed, but detailed notes were
taken on the remaining 22. Using the software package NVivo, transcripts and notes
were fully coded according to themes that had been developed through inductive and
deductive analysis. Once coded, analyses involved the principal investigator writing
descriptive summaries detailing what each individual or group had said under each
theme, and using these summaries to make age, gender and area comparisons. For the
purpose of this paper, analysis focused on all discussions concerning local area,
safe/unsafe places, personal worries, difficult situations or people, strategies for
keeping safe and dealing with difficult encounters.
First, we present data on perceptions of the areas in which the children lived and
then detail the mechanisms they used to keep safe.
Methods
The positives of disadvantaged areas
The areas in which the children lived were chosen because they were materially
deprived. Yet nearly all the children identified aspects of their local area that they liked.
In the main the positives they referred to concerned people and in particular their
strong attachments to peers and to a smaller degree important adults in their lives.
Thus, familiar social relations were central to their perceptions of their neighbourhood.
When children mentioned places they favoured, this was again largely because these
were locations that aided play and social interaction. Often they mentioned public
spaces, such as quiet streets and parks. The younger interviewees (i.e. the 8 to
10-year-olds) in particular, often discussed their immediate environment and the ready
opportunities for play without needing to go far:
First child: I live (gives address) and I love it.
Interviewer: Why do you love it there?
First child: Because I’ve got all my friends round. . . And all my cousins stay at my bit . . .
Interviewer: What do the rest of you think about where you live?
Second child: I think it is good cause there is a park just down the street from me, and all my
friends live near me.
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Third child: I like being at my bit because I’ve got all my friends . . .
Fourth child: I like my house. I only have to come out the close and down a path and all I have
to do is cross a little path and there is my swing park. . . its magic (Newhouse 8-year-olds, all
female discussion group).
Other advantages mentioned were being near to shops and school, having friendly
neighbours and feeling safe because they knew the area and everyone who lived
locally. Some male participants also talked about having access to parks where they
could play football, and both male and female participants mentioned access to sport
facilities and to various clubs as another benefit. Most of the clubs were run by local
groups, using local facilities such as schools and community halls. Hence, the children
were benefiting from the combination of public facilities and local social support. The
charges were usually minimal, e.g. 25 or 50 pence to attend. This probably explains
why only during one interview was a lack of money mentioned as preventing the
individual pursuing a personal interest.
So children in each study area highlighted a number of advantages concerning
where they lived, which mainly related to being embedded within a familiar
community and having access to collective facilities rather than use of private space.
However, the same individuals also listed a number of negative elements in their local
areas, which gave an overall impression that they lived in areas that were unsafe and
run down.
The negatives
In each area, male and female respondents mentioned problems to do with litter and
graffiti, vandalism, local adults and children, drug and alcohol use, and traffic. While
several of these referred to the physical environment, they were chiefly the products
and by-products of the actions of local residents, just as some of the positives had been.
Younger children tended to emphasise risks from traffic and adults, while older ones
were particularly concerned about youth gangs. Males and females discussed similar
kinds of worries about their local areas.
Litter and graffiti. In all four study areas, respondents of all ages commented on the
fact that streets, parks and buildings were covered in litter and graffiti, and that broken
bottles and used needles were found in local parks and other areas where children
played. It was evident the litter problem made the area not only look run down but also
unsafe:
First child: It (the local area) is not a good place to play. Broken bottles and that.
Second child: Dangerous.
Interviewer: Because of the glass bottles?
First child: And because we have got a big broken bit in our back, and broken stuff and that.
Interviewer: What do you mean?
First child: There is big bit where people, there’s drugs and all that.Second child: Yes. And at
the bottom of this, there is a big loch, where me and my friends found needles. . . There was
ones with caps off them and ones lying away from me with stuff on them (Newhouse
ten-year-olds, mixed sex discussion group).
Vandalism. Many of the children described deliberate damage to property and vehicles.
Interviewees talked of windows being smashed, stones being thrown at buses, and
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shops, cars and buildings being set on fire. Whilst it was not always clear who was
responsible, local teenagers and teenage boys in particular were usually named as the
culprits. Teenagers were also described as playing with fireworks and causing damage
by placing lit fireworks under cars.
Local adults. Children in each study area saw the local adult world as comprising of
a spectrum in the extent to which they promoted a sense of safety and comfort. Some
adults were friendly and helpful, contributing to the protective web that was good
about their community. Certain people were viewed with ambivalence, such as those
who when drunk were kindly but also somewhat scary. Other adults they disliked or
were frightened of. Some were resented for seeking to restrict children’s freedom and
control their use of public spaces: they shouted at children for making a noise, walking
on the grass or playing football. They might also yell at or chase children who entered
their territory, e.g. to fetch a ball. Other adults were seen as an actual or potential threat
to children’s safety or comfort because of aggression relating to drug and alcohol
misuse. While such behaviour was often described as “scary”, one way of responding
was to take on the role of a detached spectator at an entertainment. One older Yardinch
interviewee described a local scheme as follows:
They are a complete riot. It’s like a total movie when you go down there. You see things
gettin’ chucked out windaes, the next minute there’s people arguing. . . there’s lots of things
that happen doon there, that are so entertaining. Like men and women all drunk, fightin’ and
a’ that. . . There’s always drunks at (names two local pubs) an’ they always like kinda shout
us ower. So we just go ower for the sake of it and juist noise them up. It’s a good laugh
(Yardinch 14-year-old female interviewee).
However, it was evident that tensions between neighbours could have serious
implications, with participants in two of the Yardinch interviews describing how
neighbours had physically and verbally attacked their parents in their own homes.
Not only were some neighbours a threat, but some respondents expressed concern
about strange adults. Interviewees in both Newhouse and Foundry referred to local
paedophiles, and in Greenparks some of the ten-year-olds described a man who had
mental health problems (he called his dog a cat and shouted at children). In addition, a
few of the younger female participants in Newhouse referred to a man who drove
around in a silver car and watched children in the park, and described how they and/or
other local girls had been approached by strangers.
Children of all ages were conscious of serious violence in their localities. They talked
about individuals being stabbed and murdered, and did so in a way that suggested
such events were simply part of their lives. The following account may have been
affected by group exaggeration effects, but here a child as young as eight provides
graphic details of a murderous attack:
Child: Miss, my best friend, her sister, this guy was chasing her and they cut her throat and
then they hung her up on a pole and the train crashed right into it and she was all . . . Miss it
was dead sad.
Interviewer: Who told you that story?
Child: Miss it wasn’t. . . Her sister told me it. And the other sister that got killed said to her
“just run away’. . . and this man chased her away and she kept on running and running. And
then this lassie was near to the railway and then the guy just pushed her in (Newhouse
eight-year-olds, all female discussion group).
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Local children and gangs. Individuals of all ages and in each area mentioned being
bullied by other children. The younger interviewees were bullied by peers and
teenagers, and the older participants by peers or members of youth gangs.
Youth gangs were an issue in each area, and some of the 12 to 14-year-olds
commented that gangs were the main risk to their safety and the factor in their local
area that gave them greatest concern. When comparing the accounts by interviewees in
the different study locations, it appeared that gangs had most impact in Newhouse and
Yardinch. Respondents in these areas referred to a number of different gangs, each
with its own name and consisting mainly of boys aged 13 to 17-years-old. They were
territorial, identified with a particular housing scheme. The children described how
gang members from different areas fought one another, usually as a result of young
people from one scheme entering another. The gangs were described as fighting on
areas or roads that divided different schemes, and using weapons such as meat
cleavers, blades, golf clubs, metal poles, sticks and bricks. Gangs were described as
mainly fighting at the weekend, prompted in part by boredom and emboldened by
alcohol intake. One young woman in Yardinch said “everybody” got drunk at
week-ends and then:
Everybody feels dead game . . . as if they could conquer the world . . . like they are all dead
bold and naebody will kill me! (Yardinch, 14-year-old female interviewee).
Some interviewees knew individuals who had been stabbed and a few knew, or knew
of, people who had died in gang fights. Each account describing a gang murder or
stabbing detailed a young male as the victim. However, it was stated that gangs would
attack anyone they did not recognise. In addition, both male and female participants
described strategies they used to keep safe from the gangs, and this suggested that
both male and female interviewees viewed themselves as possible targets:
Interviewer: Would you go into different schemes (areas)?
First male: Never.
First girl: I wouldn’t go in (names a local area)
Interviewer: Why?
First male: It’s no in Newhouse and they just fight whoever they don’t know. (Newhouse
14-year-olds, mixed sex discussion group).
First male: I was walking through (the park) one Saturday and I seen them all fighting, so I
was like walking kind of slow and I speeded up . . .
Interviewer: So that is what you do, you speed up if you see something happen?
First girl: Aye you walk the other way.
First male: I walked straight by it all and nobody seen me.
Interviewer: How do you keep yourself safe?
Second male: Walk about with a pal.
Second girl: Make sure you don’t go down any dark streets . . .
Third girl: I don’t go too far away from my house.
Interviewer: Okay. What about you?
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Third male: Nothing just hang about where there is people.
Interviewer: People you know?
Third male: Aye (Yardinch 14-year-olds, mixed sex discussion group).
Furthermore, although the gangs were described as being predominantly male, it was
reported that girls also fought:
First girl: I watch fighting. . .it’s good sometimes because there’s lassies in it and then I can
get to fight.
Interviewer: Do you not get scared when you are fighting?
First girl: Naw.
Interviewer: Why?
First girl: Because you’ve got to fight and you just build your confidence up. . . (Newhouse
12-year-olds, mixed sex discussion group).
Interviewees in Greenparks also named gangs associated with particular areas, who
fought one another, using weapons and sometimes hurting people. A recurrent theme
in the interviews and discussion groups held in Greenparks was the need to avoid the
local gang associated with their immediate housing scheme in order to avoid the risk of
being assaulted. This gang was described as consisting of “mainly boys but (with)
some girls in it”. Both male and female participants described how they had been
hassled and/or chased by gang members. Furthermore, most of the older Greenparks
respondents commented that their local town centre was an area that was particularly
unsafe at night because gangs of youths hung around there and might attack anyone:
First child: He (a peer) was like walking back (from town). . . And he got jumped and they
were like hitting him with a baseball bat on his head and he was like. . .
Second child: Blood.
First child: And he went into hospital for that. . .
Third child: They look for anyone. (Greenparks, 14-year-olds, all female discussion group).
Male and female interviewees in Foundry also described the need to avoid local gangs
and talked of gang fights and local stabbings. However, most respondents in this area
simply talked about groups of teenagers who caused trouble. Furthermore, individuals
in one discussion group described the gangs as coming from only one specific location,
regarded as being particularly deprived, suggesting that the gangs were not organised
around rival areas as was the case in Newhouse and Yardinch.
Drugs and alcohol use. Participants in each area commented that local adults and
teenagers drank and took drugs and, as already mentioned, described how there were
discarded needles and smashed bottles in areas where children played. Such comments
suggested that drug and alcohol issues impinged upon the children’s daily lives and
affected their personal safety. Certainly some of the interviewees’ accounts indicated
that such issues were very close to home and made the local area unsafe. For example:
First child: Down at ours it’s kind of safe because we are near the house but like it can get
scary sometimes. There are people getting fires and there are people drinking up stairs at my
house and there are people drinking next door to my house . . . They’re like drug addicts an’
alcoholics. . .
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Interviewer: So is there quite a lot of drugs?
First child: In some parts. Up at the park up at my bit. The park just got built and its been all
vandalised and been wrote on and there’s like drugs addicts will go there tae take the drugs
and they’ve left like needles an all that lying around in the park and that’s not good for weans
like wee toddlers want to play in it (Foundry 12-year-olds, all male discussion group).
Traffic. Main roads ran through each of the study areas. Interviewees, particularly the
younger ones, commented on how these roads were a risk to their safety and
individuals in both Newhouse and Greenparks mentioned they had been hit by cars.
Preventive actions to keep safe
The strategies the young people used to keep safe could be divided into preventive
(minimising exposure to hazards) and reactive (handling actual threats).
Avoiding risky places and people. The children used their knowledge of the different
parts of their local areas to identify certain places and people as risky and then avoided
them either altogether or at known risky times. Children of all ages kept out of areas
that were littered and vandalised, and described how they felt uneasy in areas that
were poorly lit or not located near to houses. The younger interviewees also avoided
main roads, strangers and adults who acted strangely, and participants of all ages
stayed away from individuals who were drunk, drug addicts, troublesome teenagers,
bullies and gang members. The range of potential threats suggests that the children
needed to be vigilant whenever outside the places made safe by the presence or
proximity of familiar adults or peers.
Avoidance was time-sensitive. Individuals of all ages talked about staying in at night
or coming in before it got dark, as teenagers tended to drink at night, gangs were more
likely to be around in the evening, and they were at greater risk of being attacked
because it was dark and fewer people were around. Such comments gave the impression
that keeping off the streets outside daylight hours was one way the children kept safe.
Attending clubs and organisations. Organised activities provided a means of
reconciling young people’s wish for enjoyment with keeping out of harm. They thereby
avoided being victims of harm and also perhaps getting drawn into trouble. One
12-year-old boy in Greenparks explained the benefit of going to a youth club:
[. . .] cos if we were just hanging about and like someone started trying to fight us an’ all that,
it keeps us away from fights because we would be in here.
Similarly, a 12-year-old in Greenparks said “Fitba teams keeps me aff the streets”, and
a ten-year-old girl in Newhouse described her local “cyber” club as keeping her “out of
trouble”.
Company and support of trusted people. When discussing their concerns about being
bullied or attacked by gang members, interviewees also mentioned ways in which they
made sure they were not vulnerable or a possible target. The younger children
described how they stayed near their parents to play or crossed roads only when with
an adult. Individuals of all ages mentioned they asked their parents to take and collect
them from clubs, school and friends. One way participants kept safe from the gangs
was by only going to certain places when they were with friends. Respondents
explained gangs were less likely to attack someone who was in a group, and that
friends could offer support or run for help if something happened.
Ten to 14-year-olds also mentioned that when going out, they took their mobile
telephones with them in case they got into trouble and/or needed help. This technology
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has made it easier for young people to have immediate access to help from a distance, if
needed. Some of the older girls described how they used phone contact to “look out for
each other”, texting one another at night, for example, to ensure everyone had got home.
Use of safe travel. Asking parents or friends’ parents for lifts not only gave access to
trusted adults but evaded the dangers on the streets, especially at night. Likewise, a
few of the older girls in Foundry preferred to use public transport to get around at
night rather than walk.
Keeping a low profile. Some children and young people were very aware of the
importance of not drawing attention to themselves to reduce the chance of being
targeted. A 12-year-old in Greenparks said:
I have learned to keep my head down, so I don’t really get picked on cause I am just a person
walking and I don’t dress differently. I just dress in my school uniform.
Of course, it was not always possible to avoid certain risks and, as indicated above,
some interviewees had dealt with difficult encounters.
Dealing with difficult encounters
Most of the children and young people in the study had experienced threats, aggression or
violence towards themselves. Among the reactions they described were running away,
seeking support, ignoring the assailant and returning the aggression. Age, the severity and
imminence of the threat, and the availability of alternative options all affected the response.
The eight to ten-year-olds who had been approached by strangers had run away
and/or refused to do as the individual asked, e.g. take some sweets or go with the
individual. They explained that teachers and parents had told them not to talk to
strangers, indicating the positive influence of safety promotion campaigns in this
respect. They had also told a parent about the incident and mentioned how they were
more wary about going out and going to certain places.
Earlier, it was noted that during two Yardinch interviews, participants described
how neighbours had attacked their parents in their own home. On both occasions
police had been involved. Each respondent described how since the event s/he had felt
scared when at home alone. When this happened, they locked the doors and/or invited
friends or relatives to come and stay. All these examples show how the children
modified their behaviour and made use of trusted individuals to try and avoid the
repetition of harmful or frightening incidents.
Most interviewees who mentioned they had been bullied described how they had
simply ignored the individual responsible. A few explained why: they hoped their lack
of reaction would mean the bully would eventually get bored, telling a teacher or adult
could lead to them being bullied even more, the bully had been an older and therefore
the interviewee had felt powerless to fight back. Although interviewees of all ages
mentioned they had told adults and/or friends, the younger children stated more often
than the older participants that they had informed a parent or teacher, who had offered
emotional support and/or spoken to the bully. However, 12 to 14-year-olds had usually
dealt with the situation themselves or had told a friend. In some cases it was apparent
that older interviewees had been reluctant to tell parents because they felt parents
would over react and because they found friends easier to talk to. It was also evident
that parents might not be told in case this was taken as a sign of the child not coping:
Child: I’ve had a golf balls throw at me, been spat on 100s of times.
Interviewee: And what have you done when that happens?
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Child: Tried to ignore it... If I’ve been spat on, I’ll go home and get washed. . .
Interviewee: Do you talk to your friends?
Child: Yea . . .
Interviewee: Do you talk to your parents?
Child: Yea but I find it embarrassing sometimes.
Interviewee: Why?
Child: In case they think she can’t take care of herself (Greenparks 14-year-old female
interviewee).
The reason this 14-year-old gives for not telling her parents highlights how parental
support may not be accessed because of a perceived requirement to be coping
independently.
A few of the participants, mainly the 12 to 14-year-olds, mentioned they had fought
back when being bullied. In some cases it appeared that the individual had had no
choice but to do so. For example, one young person who had been attacked with a
baseball bat had tried running home, but was chased and caught up with, so he had to
defend himself. In other cases, however, it seemed that fighting back was seen as a
legitimate first response:
Interviewer: If you were being picked on, what would you do?
First girl: I’d batter them.
Second girl: So would I.
Interviewer: You would batter them?
First girl: Aye.
Second girl: Aye no bother . . .
First boy: I’d just go and get all my mates and get a gang. . . I’d go into the toilets and I’d get all
them hiding in cubicles . . . if he came in and started pushing me around I’d just whistle and
they would all come out (Newhouse 12-year-olds, mixed sex discussion group).
Among the older respondents, both male and female participants described fights they
had been in and commented that they would fight if necessary, although it was clear that
males fought males and females fought females. Whilst some participants mentioned
they would only fight individuals of their own age and size, others argued that they
would fight anyone who was annoying them. In the case of one interviewee, this view
appeared to be because he had developed some form of immunity to being hurt:
Child: He was annoying me and shoving me about . . . I just turned round and I hit him. He fell
to the ground and he got back up and he started pure shoving me and trying to hit me . . . I
just kicked him and punched him and we got into a big fight.
Interviewer: But why don’t you get scared?. . .
Child: I don’t really mind getting hurt. My brother, we used to play wrestling. . . and
yesterday my dad, he finished a big box of beer. . . he put the empty cans in the box. . . I
jumped on it and I landed on top of it. I got pure big scratches all over my back (Greenparks
12-year-olds, all male discussion group).
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The strategies employed when meeting a gang included walking another way
(avoidance), or walking past the group avoiding all eye contact and ignoring any
comments made (keeping a low profile). Such tactics appeared fairly effective as some
of the accounts given indicated that although the participant had felt unsafe, s/he had
managed to pass gangs without being harmed. However, some meetings had ended in
a fight and because the individual had been outnumbered, s/he had been relatively
powerless to defend him/herself. For example:
First child: I battered a few of them before and one of them battered me one night.
Second child: He got punched on the face and that.
Third child: There is about 30 of them launching into him and kicking him (Yardinch
14-year-olds, mixed sex discussion group).
Discussion
This paper has described children’s accounts of their local areas and how they dealt with
particular risks and difficult situations. In doing so it has highlighted that children as
young as eight can be aware of risks present in their community and actively assess and
respond to them. It has also shown that children and young people individually and
collectively make use of their local knowledge, which underpins their various strategies
to keep safe, and has reinforced certain ideas that may be familiar but are still contested,
e.g. children are not passive victims of their environment. Additionally, the paper has
challenged the public perception of children as individuals who cause trouble by
detailing the sophisticated mechanisms young people use to keep safe and support each
other, and by highlighting the extent to which many try to avoid conflict. Furthermore,
the employment of qualitative methods allowed participants to describe in detail how
they coped. Thus, the data gathered provided new insights into the lives of children
living in deprived areas and enabled us to identify resilient processes rather than simply
note resilient factors, which has been the tendency to date.
Some interviewees had witnessed incidents and levels of violence that most
individuals their age would not have been exposed to, and it was clear living in areas
where levels of violence, drug and alcohol use were high, had led some individuals to
become relatively accepting of such matters. All of the risks mentioned were issues that
existed outside of their home. Other researchers (e.g. Hood et al., 1996; Harden, 2000)
have also found that children tend to externalise risk and focus on “community” issues
such as traffic, local adults and teenagers. This tendency might be because children wish
to present their home lives in a positive light and/or feel less comfortable discussing
problems in the home than in the community. In this study, it could also have been
because the emphasis was on assessing the participants’ experiences of their local areas.
Most of the risks mentioned were associated with people rather than physical
characteristics such as, poor housing and poorly maintained pavements and roads.
Threatening adults and teenagers made certain places risky for children, especially at
certain times like after dark and at weekends. Youth gangs were a key concern,
particularly for the older participants, who were more exposed as they were more likely
to move further from home and spend more time away from parents. Recent government
policy is seeking to address these matters by such means as anti-social behaviour orders
and curfews. These have been criticised for infringing young people’s rights, being
ineffective and net widening (i.e. affecting young people who are not heavily involved).
In addition, this study showed that children keep safe by going around in groups, which
suggests that indiscriminate dispersing of groups of young people may leave them more
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at risk. Politicians and the media need to distinguish between individuals “ganging
together” to keep safe and “gang behaviour”. Neighbourhood prevention schemes and
recreational provision offer alternative ways of helping to reduce the problem of youth
gangs (e.g. Communities that Care, 1997). Group conflict resolution methods such as
mediation and encouraging friendlier contacts in neutral spaces have been used in other
contexts and are also applicable. As gang fighting was linked to teenage drinking,
perhaps attention should also be given to addressing this behaviour.
The strategies mentioned by the interviewees as ways of keeping safe included
avoiding the risk, keeping a low profile, not reacting when faced with a problem, seeking
the support of others, or dealing with the situation by fighting back either orally or
physically. The last approach was one that older rather than younger participants
employed, and this was probably because they felt more able to defend themselves, being
stronger and taller. However, it appeared that the main approach adopted by children of
all ages was that of avoiding risks and difficult situations; an approach that could be
effective but which clearly restricted where children could go and when. It would be easy
to think that the popularity of this approach was linked to the interviewees’ age, and thus
to their physical and mental maturity. The risks they faced, however, were issues that
adults would also want to avoid as they too might struggle, for example, to defend
themselves against a gang of youths, a drunk adult or an aggressive drug user.
As the risks discussed were issues embedded within the children’s communities and
often risks that would concern adults, it is clear that actions to reduce the causes of risk
need to focus on the factors that foster gang formation, community segmentation and
drug/alcohol misuse at various levels. This requires community development
approaches, which tackle existing relationships and also the root causes of social
alienation and exclusion. These need to include the perspectives of children and young
people (Henderson, 1995, 1999; Hill et al., 2004). It was also clear that certain forms of
public provision are helping and could be extended. These include reliable public
transport, low cost organised activities, better street lighting, and play areas near to
people and houses. It is also vital that adult interventions value and integrate with the
measures used by young people themselves to keep safe. Moreover, young people can
learn from each other, since they have differing experiences and awareness of
alternative ways of identifying and avoiding or dealing with threats. Thus national
policy and local provision should involve a mix of action to improve the environments
of deprived areas and tackle the human threats to children, but also vitally they must
include participatory mechanisms so that children and young people can share their
concerns, expertise and possible solutions with the key professionals and agencies
operating in their communities.
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